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Introduction 

• Suicidal behavior among OEF/OIF Veterans is a 
critical issue 
 

• Stressful war zone deployment experiences are 
associated with suicidal behavior.1 

• May increase risk of suicidal ideation through their impact 
on mental health symptoms.  
 

• To address the needs of OEF/OIF Veterans, research 
efforts must examine risk factors among female 
Veterans.  
• Women serving in unprecedented numbers. 
• Female service members in Iraq and Afghanistan are likely 

to be exposed to combat, and also at risk of general and 
sexual harassment2 

 
 

1Bullman and Kang 1996; Belik, Stein et al. 2009; Lemaire and Graham 2010; Pietrzak, Goldstein et al. 2010; Maguen, Luxton et al. 2011 
2Street, Vogt et al. 2009 

 



Introduction 

• Study Aim:  

• investigate whether mental health symptoms 
account for observed associations between 
negative deployment experiences and suicidal 
ideation in a gender-stratified sample 



Methods 

• Mail survey of OEF/OIF Veterans  

• Dillman (2007) multiple mailing strategy  

• Women over-sampled relative to their 
presence in OEF/OIF  

• Randomly sampled (within gender) from VA’s 
Environmental Epidemiology OEF/OIF 
registry 

• 48.6% response rate  

• 1209 women, 1139 men 



Methods 

• Deployment Risk and Resiliency Inventory 
(DRRI; King, King and Vogt, 2003) 

• Combat Exposure 

• Aftermath of Battle 

• Sexual Harassment 

• General Harassment  

• Current Mental Health Symptomatology 
• PTSD Checklist (PCL; Weathers, Litz, Herman, Huska, & Keane, 1993) 

• Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D: 

Radloff, 1977) 

• CAGE (Ewing, 1984) 

 



Methods 

• Suicide Behaviors Questionnaire short form (SBQ; Cole, 1988) 

• Ideation (dichotomized): “Since your most recent 
deployment to OEF/OIF, have you thought about 
or attempted to kill yourself?” 

• “It was just a passing thought” 

• “I briefly considered it, but not seriously” 

• “I thought about it and was somewhat serious” 

 

 

 



Deployment Stressor 

PTSD Symptoms 

Depression Symptoms 

Alcohol Use Symptoms 

Suicidal Ideation 

Methods: Statistical Analyses 

a path 

Note:   a path = association between deployment stressors and mental health symptoms 
 b path = association between mental health symptoms and suicidal ideation 
 c path = bivariate association between deployment stressors and suicidal ideation 
 c’ path = association between deployment stressors and suicidal ideation conditioned on mental health symptoms 
 ab  path = estimate of the joint effect of the deployment stressors and mental health symptoms on the suicidal ideation 

a path 

a path 

b path 

b path 

b path 

c path in bivariate models; c’ path in full models 



Results 
  Female Veterans 

(n = 1209) 

Male Veterans  

(n = 1139) 

Age     M (SD)** 34 (8.9) 37 (10.1) 

Race** 

     White 

     All Other 

  

70.9% 

29.1% 

  

83.8% 

16.2% 

Number of OEF/OIF Deployments    

 M (SD)** 

1.3 (0.65) 1.4 (0.76) 

Total Months Deployed to OEF/OIF  

 M (SD)** 

11 (7.4) 12 (8.5) 

Location of Deployment**  

     Deployed to Iraq or Afghanistan 

  

69.7% 

  

83.5% 

Military Service Component 

     Reserves/Guard 

     Active Duty 

  

48.1% 

51.9% 

  

50.8% 

49.2% 

Suicidal Ideation 21.1% 19.2% 



Results 

• Associations observed between deployment 
stressors and suicidal ideation in unadjusted 
models. 

  
Men  Women 

Combat b = 0.024,  p < .0001 b = 0.038, p < .0001 

Aftermath of Battle b = 0.026, p < .0001 b = 0.021, p < .0001 

Sexual Harassment b = 0.079, p < .0001 b = 0.089, p < .0001 

General Harassment b = 0.053, p < .0001 b = 0.035, p < .0001 



Deployment Stressor 

PTSD Symptoms 

Depression Symptoms 

Alcohol Use Symptoms 

Suicidal Ideation 

Results: Male Veterans 

 
Note. Model run separately for four deployment stressors: Combat, Aftermath of Battle, 
Sexual Harassment, General Harassment  



Deployment Stressor 

PTSD Symptoms 

Depression Symptoms 

Alcohol Use Symptoms 

Suicidal Ideation 

Results: Male Veterans 

For men, depression, PTSD and alcohol use accounted 

for all observed unadjusted associations between 

individual deployment experiences and suicidal 

ideation. 



Results 

• For women, results mirrored that of the male 
participants for: 

• Combat 

• Aftermath of battle 

• General harassment 



Sexual Harassment 

PTSD Symptoms 

Depression Symptoms 

Alcohol Use Symptoms 

Suicidal Ideation 

Results: Sexual Harassment and Suicidal Ideation Among 
Female Veterans 

1.993*** 

0.747*** 

0.056*** 

Note: Crude Association between Sexual Harassment and Suicidal Ideation: b = 0.089; B = 0.285; p < .001  
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 

0.026* 
 

0.004 

0.067*** 

0.079* 



Summary 

• Sexual harassment is associated with suicidal 
ideation among female OEF/OIF Veterans 
even after adjustment for mental health 
symptoms 

• Unadjusted associations observed for all 
other deployment experiences and suicidal 
ideation among male and female OEF/OIF 
Veterans were fully explained by mental 
health symptoms experienced since 
deployment 



Discussion 

• Identifying female Veterans who may benefit 
from suicide interventions should include 
questions about sexual harassment as part of 
a comprehensive suicide risk assessment.  

• Continued efforts to ameliorate the mental 
health burden of depression, PTSD and 
alcohol use among returning Veterans is 
critical to reducing suicidal ideation. 
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